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Editorial 

TTT   
PAULA MORGAN 

 

 

The inaugural issue of Tout Moun on the theme “’First They Must be Children’”: Childhood in 

Caribbean Imagi/nations emerged out of a perceived imperative to engage with the potentialities 

and vulnerabilities of childhood and the iconic yet ambivalent status of children within the 

collective psyche. As indicated in the call for papers for the University of the West Indies’ cultural 

studies conference on this theme, the symbolic burden of narrating the burgeoning nations’ 

journeys towards independence and self-governance rested heavily on symbolic evocations of 

childhood. Novels of childhood and adolescence which were at the core of then emerging 

Caribbean literary culture analogized the developmental process of the child with that of the nation 

and its cultural consciousness. The call for papers indicated that despite the “iconic status of 

children in Caribbean cultural practices and spiralling concern about their social and psychological 

wellbeing, the issues surrounding Caribbean childhood have not been given sufficient academic 

attention. Sorely lacking on a regional scale is the institutional infrastructure to facilitate effective 

interventions.” 

 

The conference which sought to facilitate interdisciplinary dialogue on the social experiences and 

representational patterns related to the Caribbean child and childhood invited analysis of 

ideological perspectives and discursive practices in relation to children as social and imaginative 

subjects; the roles, symbolic codes and identities they have been assigned; their acts of resistance 

and transgression as cultural agents; and the multiple meanings of their presence in traditional and 

contemporary Caribbean mythologies of being and becoming. Several of the papers in this journal 
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issue were originally formulated in response to that call. The successful multidisciplinary conference 

held on the May 21 and 22
,
 2009, met with such an overwhelming response that the deliberations, 

after extensive expansion as well as regional and international peer review, formed the core of this 

journal issue edited by Paula Morgan and a companion print volume edited by Giselle Rampaul and 

Geraldine Skeete (forthcoming UWI Press 2012).  The print volume entitled The Child and the 

Caribbean Imagination comprises essays on Discourse and Representation (Part 1), Unstable 

Identities (Part 2), Language Development (Part 3) and Pedagogy (Part 4); while the online journal 

issue focuses on Popular Culture and Trauma. The journal issue comprises seven full-length articles, 

one “gayelle” standpoint discussion, creative writing, a photo essay, and visual art, all of which map 

the location of children within the Caribbean socio-symbolic order.  

 

The “cover” art for this issue features portraits of children painted by Trinidadian artist Irénée Shaw. 

Entitled “Portrait of Carolina” (oils, 12x12”) and “Portrait of Marc” (oils, 12x12”), these portraits were 

selected for Tout Moun from an exhibition of artwork held by Irénée Shaw and her sister Judith in 

October 2009, at the Y Art and Framing Gallery in Woodbrook, Trinidad and Tobago. The choice to 

feature the genre of portraiture is a deliberate and significant one: portraits bring us face to face 

with history. The paintings of these children call us to confront a history of the Caribbean in relation 

to a paradoxical codification, in other words, a Caribbean that is regarded as untouched or 

unspoiled and yet simultaneously, a Caribbean with a paradisal innocence effaced by violence and 

trauma. The child is a portrait of the complexities and incongruities of a Caribbean space—both 

imagined and lived. As such, Shaw’s paintings serve as a relevant visual point of departure for the 

various issues raised by this volume’s contributors. 

 

The first of five articles dealing with trauma in childhood, Jennifer Rahim’s “Figuring the Father in 

Contemporary Caribbean Fiction”, addresses the relegation of the father to the margins of the 

literary and cultural engagement and the problematic inherent in figuring the nation in terms of a 

triumphant matriarchy which wins over a delinquent patriarchy. Rahim points to a number of texts 

published from the 1990s onwards which usher the father out of the shadows to interrogate 

correlations between quest for gender equity and a conception of manhood based on violence and 

abuse. The analysis calls for attention to the various forms of paternal absence ranging from 

disavowal of paternity, neglect, physical presence but non-involvement in domestic affairs, to the 

monstrous predatory behaviour of the paternal sexual abuser. Rahim argues that this constellation 

of behaviours produces the dis-ease of “father hunger”, characterized by “existential unmooring, 

unrelenting anger, displacement and angst”. She associates the incestuous impulse with “a brand of 

political/ideological narcissism through which status quo arrangements can be preserved within 

the individual and national family or state, along with their enabling identity constructs (whether 

related to the generally interrelated contingencies of race, ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, 

disability or age).” Rahim indicts a heterosexist masculinity which legitimates itself in 

representational control and is expressed in “disciplinary acts of violence directed at the female-

island-body or alternatively what is perceived to be weak or marginal.”  

 

The essay which follows, “The Child as Progenitor: Trauma and the (Un)making of Self” by Paula 

Morgan, picks up the theme of father hunger by exploring a  practical example of the unhinging 

suffered by a child who yearns for the father only to be rejected as a bloody bastard. This essay 

deliberately steers clear of narratives of heinous violence in order to focus on a scenario which on 

the surface appears to be laden with benefit. I read the common practice of child shifting in 
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response to disadvantageous and impoverished life circumstances, as a trauma-inducing catalyst 

which invariably involves near insurmountable race and class boundary crossings. Through a 

reading of Olive Senior’s “Bright Thursdays”, this paper locates the child as caught up in a vortex of 

historical, communal and personal violations. It points to the epistemological significance of psychic 

trauma in children; its deleterious impact on their world view and their internal sense of being in 

the world; and their meagre attempts to rescue a shattered self and a shattered world view in the 

aftermath of trauma.   

 

“The Child as Progenitor” deliberately focuses on the trauma-inducing capacity of a common and 

apparently innocuous social practice which is generally perceived as beneficial for the child.  

 

Vijay Maharaj’s “Banal Violence: Abject Plantation Legacy” focuses on the impact of paternal abuse 

so extreme as to cause infanticide. The individual incident is reflective of a broader focus: what 

accounts for the making of a social order which eats its children. Maharaj locates Indian indentured 

labourers and their descendants as caught in a crisis of being and belonging in the post-

indentureship originary moment. Drawing on Kristeva’s evocation of abjection, Maharaj argues for 

a particular historical manifestation of selfhoods shattered by colonial domination. Based on an 

analysis of Harold Sonny Ladoo’s novels, No Pain Like This Body and Yesterdays, the article 

examines the nature of the human who emerges from the silencing, subordination and 

objectification of the colonial process, given the inability of the majority to reconstruct viable beliefs 

and communities. The wake for a dead child murdered by the father, which is the rallying point for 

the villagers, symbolizes the psychic and spiritual deadening of the community unable to “life” itself. 

Maharaj argues that by internalizing the alienating colonial values, the former indentees come to 

inhabit the unlivable and uninhabitable zone of the abject where the human sinks to the level of 

animality. The reading is also critical of the location of the post-indentured subject in the colonial 

order as reflected in the statistical summary and the official glossary which envelop the narrative of 

No Pain Like This Body and which exemplify the inability of official discourses to illuminate the lived 

experience of abjection.  

 

Michelle Ramlagan in “Secret Gardens: Young Women Cultivating Nation in Shani Mootoo’s Cereus 

Blooms at Night and Jamaica Kincaid’s Autobiography of My Mother” reads these narratives of 

childhood as addressing postcolonial histories of independence and nation formation. These 

accounts of girlhood in particular are read as critiques of naturalized notions of female subject 

formation. Ramlagan positions the child protagonists as rendered incapable of embodying the 

heteronormative ideals of the new nation states. The protagonists are constrained to inscribe 

innovative modes of belonging to the national community through modes of interaction with their 

physical environment. Their gardens become those hybrid, simultaneously private and public 

spaces, which are hospitable to racially and sexually marginalized populations.  

 

Real life discourses, which resonate these grim fictional depictions, enter the journal issue through 

Valerie Youssef’s “Child Murder in the Press of Trinidad and Tobago”. The article analyses press 

depictions of two highly publicized cases of child sexual abuse and /or murder which gripped the 

nation’s sensibility for an extensive period such that they dominated the lead in the print media and 

have become iconic of the vulnerability of the nation’s children and the imperative for urgent 

broad-based intervention. Youssef argues that media depiction of the Sean Luke and Emily 

Anamanthodo cases runs the risk of reproducing the crimes they appear to decry and revictimizing 
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the traumatized families. The analysis supports its claim by identifying sensationalism, bias, 

oversimplification, inaccuracy, misrepresentation, scapegoating, racism and sexism. This proceeds, 

Youssef argues, within a broader societal culture of evasion, erasure and “respectability’ which can 

prove life threatening to children. Youssef calls upon the media to have regard for the long-term 

implications of media representation and to avoid the glorification of violence, especially when 

perpetrated upon children. A major irony emerged in the Sean Luke case in which teenage minors 

brutally sodomized a six-year-old boy with a cane stalk. One of the young offenders upon finding 

himself in the custody of the police reportedly said that he believed that he would now be sent to a 

church school as a result of the offence. This widely held but in this case grossly inappropriate 

assumption leads to a consideration of education’s capacity to function as an agent of intervention.  

 

“Beyond the Rugrats: Child Behaviour, Teacher Response and Behaviour Change at Three Schools 

in Trinidad and Tobago” by Sabeerah Abdul-Majied explores the correlation between the social 

competence of children and their readiness for school and academic achievement. Defining social 

competence as the ability to maintain and develop positive relationships, to behave ethically and 

responsibly, and to make productive decisions, this paper argues that a range of the problems 

which children experience at school may be solvable if they are approached as social competence 

issues. The findings, based on a qualitative ethnographic child development study conducted at 

three schools that reflected high, medium and low demand primary schools, indicated that the least 

socially competent children labelled as “Troublemakers and Troubled Children” have “enhanced 

capacity for critical thinking”, whereas the “Good child” was not as willing to risk thinking out of the 

box. Drawing a correlation between social incompetence and academic underachievement, Abdul-

Majied argues that controlling unwanted and disruptive behaviours is not sufficient. Teachers need 

to be trained to facilitate complex behaviours such as emotion regulation. This study also 

recommends that teaching strategies for social competence development should include 

“intervention and infusion in teaching across the curriculum” and teacher training should include 

“instruction on supporting children’s social competence development”. 

 

Charrise Clarke uses a framework established in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child as the basis of her research into corporal punishment in Trinidad. This paper highlights the 

challenge involved in arriving at shared meanings across cultures, particularly in relation to issues 

which are hotly contested and involve deep emotional investments. The essay “Corporal 

Punishment in Trinidad: A Dilemma of Childhood Discipline” identifies the resistance to disbanding 

this form of discipline in Trinidad as associated with a range of factors including deeply entrenched 

biblical assumptions which equate corporal punishment with the responsibility of parents to 

discipline their children; colonial legacies of living under the shadow of the whip; notions of 

parental ownership of their children; and impulses towards ensuring children’s absolute 

compliance with adult dictates. All parties interviewed for this qualitative study—parents, teachers 

and children—demonstrate the paradoxical location which corporal punishment occupies in the 

psyche. Findings include a perceived need for corporal punishment given a threatened lack of 

control over children, the need to define appropriate boundaries for corporal punishment in order 

to protect children from abuse; a stubborn endurance of this practice in schools despite the fact 

that it has been officially disallowed, with harsher punishment being meted out to boys. 

Paradoxically, the children themselves demonstrate an ambivalent attitude towards corporal 

punishment with some endorsing and others decrying the practice. Clarke identifies inadequate 

attention to its long-term impacts as to how its use may affect children’s sense of agency and 
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creativity. The researcher concludes with a call for widespread public education, and for dialogue 

on defining corporal punishment and alternative methods of shaping children’s behaviours. 

 

Turning the spotlight to the theme of popular culture are two essays that are in polemic dialogue 

with each other. Elizabeth Montano offers a photo essay on the Soca Star Machel Montano entitled 

“Too Young to Soca”. This visual record of the child star’s astronomical rise to success positions 

Montano, who entered the public entertainment arena as a preteen, as an activator and agent of a 

journey which has ushered him into the most prominent concert venues in the world. Elizabeth 

Montano, mother and manager of the extremely popular entertainer, envisions and presents 

Montano as iconic of the potential of talented children to storm adult strongholds and to become 

image makers in their own capacity. The photo essay which foregrounds Montano as the shaper of 

his star-studded destiny diverts critical attention away from the sophisticated paraphernalia which 

goes into the making of a youthful celebrity.   

 

This is precisely the ground covered by Louis Regis in the polemic “gayelle” piece “First They Must 

Be Composers”. The contribution examines the processes by which children become calypso 

performers. He takes issue initially with the art form’s evasion of themes of suffering and 

traumatized children, despite a tradition of reflecting the social conscience of the populace and 

commenting on current issues. Regis argues that calypso performance in schools and in junior 

calypso competitions, rather than give voice to the concerns of children, are controlled by adult and 

often even professional song writers who use children and the related performance arenas to 

ventriloquize ideologies and issues which are inappropriate and irrelevant to the child performers. 

Regis argues, “Children may have their own views on the well-publicised tragedies befalling Akiel 

Chambers, Sean Luke and Hope Arismendez, all victims of rape and murder, as well as of Amy 

[Emily] Anamanthodo, victim of physical and psychological abuse leading ultimately to murder, and 

of Tecia Henry, the 8-year old child who was found buried head down a few yards away from her 

mother’s home.” This silencing of the children while simultaneously deploying them for cute 

displays in the performance arena constitute, in Regis’s view, a disservice both to the children and 

to the art form.  

 

The creative expression in this volume features the work of Elizabeth Grace Harry. It speaks of the 

fierce intimacies and demands of the mother-child bond, the enormity of its burden and terror at its 

loosening and loss. In “Melanie” the child’s bright, black ackee-eyes constrained the mother to join 

the fragile and fractured child in an umbilical environment:  

 

I knew 

that it was sink or swim 

for both of us 

 

and so it was we swam against the tide 

at one in strength and one in inspiration 

 

Harry reminds that when a child is born, a mother is also born; and when that child is fragile and 

differently abled the birthing of the mother can be particularly perilous and ennobling. “Ocean 

Night” explores the enormity of the requirements of mothering and the persistent fear of failure as 

reflected in recurrent dreams of the loss of a child by drowning. “A Visit of the Father” picks up the 
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theme of loss, in this case with the context of intergenerational parenting. The father inspects his 

daughter’s home:  

 

finding the woman curled beneath the bed 

child to her breast 

you challenge her 

but here she is 

I thought you said that she was lost 

It is my voice that rises from the dust 

not this one, Daddy, 

the other one was here 

I only turned my back and she is gone 

 

In the multiplicity of children turned parents, frightened parents turned children hiding under beds, 

mothers nursing one offspring and losing another, Harry conveys the enormity of the parenting 

requirement, the severity of its terrors and the gravity of its losses.  

 

This inaugural issue of Tout Moun with a thematic focus on Childhood in Caribbean Imagi/nations 

has come to birth at the University of the West Indies, Trinidad and Tobago, on August 31, 2011, 

the day on which the nation celebrates its 49
th
 Anniversary with sober thanksgiving and reflection. 

A State of Emergency has been declared and a curfew imposed, with the stated objective of 

allowing law enforcement agencies to deal with an excessive crime wave which involves an 

inordinate number of the nation’s young people. It is a play of shadows which dimly reflects a 

troubling global trend—broad-based disaffection of youth and a collective inability of myriad 

national institutions to maintain the wellbeing and security of the nation’s citizens under 

democratic peace-time conditions, as enshrined in the rule of law. This volume is timely. Its 

orientation towards intervention is necessary. Its ethical stance is responsive to the challenges of 

the season.  
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